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Abstract 
Gestures play an important role in interpersonal communication and their importance is due to the fact that, no matter how many 
meanings they might have, words cannot always transmit everything or enough to reach the target for which they are produced. 
The words’ ability to impress is enhanced through gestures, characterized by diversity taking into account the people’s normal 
tendency to express them creatively and even in an individualized manner transgressing the common boundaries. Gestures can 
only be understood if we consider the context or the communicational process in which they are used. Therefore, they have to be 
interpreted according to different classifications and paying attention to their temporal sequence. Analysing the reasons why 
certain gestures are produced, evaluating a series of classifications related to gestures – which are well-known in the critical 
works – and relying on the simple examination or analysis, our paper tries on the one hand to identify the categories of gestures 
and their communicative functions and on the other hand to analyse the efficiency of the usage of this kind of instruments, 
aiming at emphasizing the essential role played by gestures in the discursive practices among dialogue partners. 
© 2014 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd. 
Peer-review under responsibility of the Organizing Committee of CY-ICER 2014. 
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1. Introduction 
 
Explored in the field of nonverbal communication, gesturality includes mimicry, bodily motion, touching, bodily 
positioning in relation with the others – in fact, everything that could send a message in other ways than through 
verbal expression. Words, no matter how rich in meaning they might be, cannot transmit everything or, anyway, 
they cannot say enough so as to accomplish the target for which they are produced. Gestures strengthen the force of 
words in the act of impressing. There is a wide variety of gestures that multiply continuously, out of the human 
being’s tendency to express himself/herself as creatively and individualistically as possible in relation to what is 
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common. The study of gestures is based on the general principle of their interpretation [1], according to which 
gestures can be understood only in relation to the context and communicational sequence. Thus, gestures must not 
be interpreted separately, but jointly, with focus on their sequence in time, in correlation to the social status and role, 
age and gender of those making those gestures. However, gestures have, unlike words, mainly behavioural-adaptive 
functions rather than signifying functions and, generally, mutual understanding involuntarily occurs when the two 
partners have established contact in point of bodily language. The word gesture refers both to the movements of the 
human body and human attitudes/actions which possess signification. However, a number of researchers points out 
that there is a difference between “signal” and “clue/indicator” (for instance, an intentional smile is a gesture/signal, 
while a spontaneous smile is a clue/indicator) and they argue that gestures are defined especially by means of their 
intentionality [2]. 
We chose the gestural code out of the range of nonverbal codes because it is one of the most frequently 
employed codes in daily communication, but also because interest in it is permanently reconfirmed due to the books 
launched on the market where novelties regarding the nonverbal field are always present. The gestural code 
definitely represents one of the most productive research topics, with numerous articles, books, colloquia, 
conferences, or seminars focusing on its various aspects. 
Since specialized literature contains numerous taxonomies of gestures, our article will relate to the most cited 
ones, although mention should be made that, even though gestures are apparently seen as very different, they can be 
grouped into classes depending on what they have in common rather than what individualises them. In fact, the 
identification of some classes of gestures is a necessity for gestural practice because the better we know the 
categories of gestures and their communicative functions, the more adequate their usage is in common dialogic 
relations with the aim of making them as efficient as possible. Knowledge of the categories of gestures is also 
important because a gesture amplifies the descriptive signification of a discourse [3]. As a result, its pragmatic role 
is essential because, even if it does not always offer the “key to hidden meaning”, a gesture enables the receiver to 
contextualize the message and contributes to a certain expressive style, which confers originality to each individual, 
just as the voice, look, or language register do [4]. 
 
2. Communication functions and classifications of gestures 
 
It is important to underline the fact that, similar to verbal language, in communication, gestures can assume 
expressive, phatic/contact and conative/impressive functions [5, 6]. Thus, the expressive function is the most 
obvious one because bodily language expresses the attitude or reaction of the subject in relation to what he/she says, 
hears, sees, or feels. The look, the mimicry, or the gestures contribute to the opening up of the channel, which 
enables communication, thus fulfilling the phatic function. Additionally, in a face-to-face relationship, the image of 
the body plays an essential role because, starting from it, the others form an opinion about us and evaluate us. 
Moreover, the phatic function in face-to-face communication depends on the space around the person, the change of 
proximity, together with other signs, indicating the beginning or end of a conversation. As far as the 
conative/impressive function is concerned, gestuality contributes to the intensification of the discourse effects, and 
the addresser’s bodily language often has a much greater effect on the addressee than verbal discourse. Obviously, 
gestures can also be employed referentially, for instance in the act of pointing – a gesture which is considered to be 
less polite than the use of the demonstrative pronoun “this”, which is seen as more authoritative. Still, the 
metalinguistic function of bodily language is problematic, excepting a few special cases of pantomime. Finally, the 
gesture and the body become self-signifying and this illustrates the poetic function, as in the case of makeup art, 
perfumes and body lotions, body painting (especially the case of tattooing) or dance. Another aspect, which should 
be emphasised, is the fact that we must not consider communication though gestures as secondary in relation to 
verbal communication and that the functions of gestural communication must be analysed in connection with verbal 
communication, even though, sometimes, gestural communication can exist independently from verbal 
communication. In effect, communication through gestures contributes to the production and processing of 
messages, takes part in to the definition of the situation even before verbal communication starts, organises the 
interaction, assists the projection of the self, or the formation of an impression, the expression and control of 
emotions, as well as the management of interpersonal relations and impression [7]. 
When we refer to the role of gestures in communication, we must take into consideration their intentionality. In 
general, it is believed that gestures are only involuntarily communicative; since sometimes gestures are so 
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involuntary that bodily language becomes primarily the language of the unconscious. Still, there are gestures that 
have an overt communicative function, as it is the case of hand gestures, head signals/movements or gestures with 
symbolic value/signs. Nevertheless, even if gestures are not always conscious or voluntary, the receiver perceives 
their communicative intention. A classification whose major criterion is the intention carried by a gesture – a 
classification which has become classical in investigations – divides gestures into: illustrators (the intention is that 
of representing, by means of the various body parts, the situation or the relation which is the subject of discussion), 
regulators (the intention is to regulate/adjust our behaviour or the attitudes of the others in a certain situation), 
manipulators (the intention of the gesture targets the adaptation of the individual to a certain situation or context), 
emotional expressions (the intention of the gesture is to point out, for the receiver, a certain experience of the 
individual) and emblems (the intention is to put a cultural norm in practice) [8]. Therefore, our paper aims to 
identify, starting from the classification put forth by Paul Ekman and Wallace V. Friesen, the types of gestures 
employed and their signification in the televised debate between the two candidates from the second round of 
presidential elections in France, namely, François Hollande and Nicolas Sarkozy. The debate was held on the 2nd of 
May 2012 and, as l’Agence France-Presse declared, it did not seem to have offered either of the two candidates a 
decisive advantage point [9]. The research method employed is simple observation, which is considered to be a 
superior technique for the acquiring of data concerning nonverbal behaviour and the human behaviour specific to a 
certain situation. Observational research allows, therefore, both the profound analysis of individuals and the 
recording of behaviour in natural settings. At the same time, we will make use of a method, which is specific to 
communication sciences, contents analysis, which offers us the possibility to describe and study gestural 
communication objectively.  
 
3. The roles of gestures in the televised debate between François Hollande and Nicolas Sarkozy (May 2, 
2012) 
 
Analysing the most common gestures of the two candidates to presidential elections in France in 2012, Stéphen 
Bunard, an expert in body language, argues that François Hollande’s gestures partly resemble François Mitterrand’s 
attitude, and this especially obvious when he rotates his hands from the wrists in order to suggest the idea of change 
or when he positions them in front so as to show a relation of equality, whereas Nicolas Sarkozy is over-expressive, 
despite the fact that many people take his gestures for tics. More precisely, Stéphen Bunard believes that the hand 
gestures or the posture can be controlled, but the movement of the eyelids or the mouth cannot be controlled, and for 
that reason he claims that François Hollande’s act of ‘borrowing’ gestures specific to François Mitterrand does not 
suit him. Therefore, he recommends him to be more spontaneous. Stéphen Bunard perceives the socialist candidate 
François Hollande as being more pedantic, calmer, more vigilant and less expressive. His gestural portrait is not 
very interesting because he controls his body movements and facial expressions quite well. However, we can notice 
that François Hollande uses his right hand in order to explain, argue or defend himself, without making gestures 
with his left hand, which is considered to be the hand of spontaneity. As far as Nicolas Sarkozy’s gesturality is 
concerned, with reference to his shoulders, the synergologist excludes the possibility of tics and believes that the 
gesture made with his right shoulder suggests the desire for performance and the fact that when words are supported 
by this gesture the message translates the will to persuade. Still, the gesture can also reveal a lie. If the gesture is 
made with the left shoulder, it symbolises a personal challenge, and this move could be noticed when Nicolas 
Sarkozy announced his presidential candidacy. Unlike François Hollande, the former president of France employs in 
communication both his right hand, that of argumentation, and his left hand, that of spontaneity. Other gestures are 
also characteristic of Nicolas Sarkozy, such as a rictus in the left corner of the mouth – a sign that he is angry – or 
purses his lips when he wants to say something but refrains from saying it [10-12].  
The gestures of the two candidates also represented an interesting research subject for Marina Cavassilas, a 
specialist in semiotics [13], who analysed and decoded each minute of the entire televised debate. This investigation 
lies at the basis of our attempt to observe to what extent the gestures from the classification launched by Paul Ekman 
and Wallace V. Friesen were employed during the debate between François Hollande and Nicolas Sarkozy from 
May 2 2012, and how these gestures manage to contribute to the ‘regulation’ of the discursive relations established 
by the two participants. We can notice that, during the debate, the two opposing candidates highlight certain words 
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and elements that are essential to their discourse by means of vertical hand movements, which are indications of the 
wish to dominate. Right from the start, Nicolas Sarkozy supports his discourse by means of moving his head 
vertically, from up to down, as a sign of approval, so as to be as persuasive as possible. When he talks about the 
situation of jobs or education and retirement in France, Sarkozy itemizes the elements by means of finger counting, 
thus staging his considerations. Additionally, we observe that Nicolas Sarkozy and François Hollande use their 
index finger (Sarkozy, in a threatening manner, when he speaks about taxes and France’s debt, as well as when he 
refers to his presidency for the next five years, and Hollande, increasingly menacing when he debates the problems 
of education and retirement) and the palm as target (Sarkozi, in order to symbolize the ‘attack’ against the public 
educational system, while Hollande uses it to illustrate the VAT established by Sarkozy). Another class of gestures, 
which can be noticed in case of both candidates, refers to emotional expressions. In the first hour of the debate, these 
gestures are almost equally present in the behaviour of both François Hollande and Nicolas Sarkozy. Thus, when he 
speaks, François Hollande holds his hands together, often raising his thumbs, which can signify that he is confident 
in his victory. Hollande keeps his chin up, which suggests that he is self-confident and sees himself in a slightly 
dominating position. When the two opponents debate the issue of employment in France, François Hollande keeps 
his eyes wide open and raises his eyebrows, a sign that he is emotionally involved; his thumbs are raised again, an 
expression of his positive attitude; he also moistens his lips, a fact which shows that he is tense and tries to relax. 
Both towards the end of the first hour of the debate, when they discuss taxes and the debt France has, and at the 
beginning of the second hour, when they refer to education and retirement, François Hollande keeps his back very 
straight, a bodily position that underscores his dignity and sends the idea that he does not allow himself to be 
destabilized. As far as Nicolas Sarkozy is concerned, his signalling gestures inform on his restlessness right from the 
beginning, as he keeps his fingers crossed. When the issue concerning workplaces in France is discussed, Nicolas 
Sarkozy keeps his left hand under the table, which might indicate that he conceals something, and he repeats the 
same gesture, in the same context, when he talks about trust, so the verbal is incompatible with the nonverbal, just as 
it happens when the topic of the discussion is represented by the debt of the country. In the second hour of the 
debate, Nicolas Sarkozy’s emotional expressions are much more evident than in François Hollande’s case. Sarkozy 
clasps his hands as if in a prayer, a sign that he wants to transmit his idea about wealth tax by all means, and he 
puffs out his chest with that feeling of pride, which results from the achievement of any person – as Marina 
Cavassilas, shows. The themes of education and retirement make Nicolas Sarkozy grow more and more pale, 
whereas François Hollande blushes more and more; it is also the moment when Nicolas Sarkozy keeps his left hand 
under the table again, a gesture which, in Marina Cavassilas’s view or in the view of any specialist in 
communication, constitutes a discrediting factor. Towards the end of the debate, we notice that while Nicolas 
Sarkozy accompanies his discourse with rhythmical gestures made with both hands and the characteristic movement 
of the shoulders – whose signification has been discussed above – François Hollande adopts a relaxed position of the 
body on the chair, a fact which could be interpreted both as an act of relaxation and withdrawal. With respect to 
regulators, their number is significant in the first hour of the debate in François Hollande’s case and in the second 
hour in case of Nicolas Sarkozy’s behavior. Right from the beginning, or when the problem of workplaces in France 
is debated, François Hollande leans his body forward, thus denoting involvement, or the rejection of being 
dominated. His wide-open eyes also transmit his involvement. When the same issue of jobs is debated, we notice 
that Nicolas Sarkozy does not look Hollande in the eyes, a sign that he does not believe in the argument he puts 
forth, and he addresses the journalists only. When the debate focuses on taxes and France’s debt, Sarkozy tries to 
obtain journalist David Pujadas’ support, leaning his body towards him excessively. In the second hour of the debate 
too, more precisely when education and retirement are discussed, Sarkozy looks for the support of the journalists by 
means of his look and addresses them solely. At a certain point, the problem of immigration determines François 
Hollande to keep his arms crossed, a gesture which is interpreted by most specialists in communication as a barrier 
in communication. A few minutes later, while Hollande speaks on the same topic, Sarkozy nods, thus expressing, by 
means of gestures, his agreement with what was said. The last category of gestures we intend to explore is that of 
adaptors/ manipulators, which can be identified especially in case of Nicolas Sarkozy’s behaviour. Hence, we can 
notice that Sarkozy touches his nose both at the beginning of the debate as well as during the discussion on 
education and retirement, or on the presidency for the next five years. This gesture, according to specialists in 
nonverbal communication, is associated with lying but, in Sarkozy’s case, it might actually translate a general state 
of anxiety. Two other adaptive gestures made by Sarkozy repeatedly, which reveal his nervousness or his desire to 
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protect himself, made when the problem of workplaces in France is debated, are the gesture of playing with his 
fountain pen and buttoning his coat, the latter being repeated by Sarkozy when the issues of education and 
retirement are brought forth, showing that he feels threatened by Hollande’s claims.      
 
4. Conclusions 
 
Even though our investigation did not take into consideration all the gestures of the two candidates to presidential 
elections on France, we can conclude that, with the exception of emblems, all the other gestures included in Paul 
Ekman and Wallace V. Friesen’s classification transmit abundant information about Nicolas Sarkozy’s and François 
Hollande’s personal identities, about their emotions and feelings. Gestures have an important role in the exact 
understanding of communication; they begin and end the communication acts, so the correct codification and 
decoding of gestural messages represents an essential factor for the efficiency of dialogic relations.                             
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